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      introduction


      The Best Cup
 of Coffee They’ll 
Ever Taste


      This book is for anyone who has found their way to the city of his or her choice and into the industry of their dreams. Once

         you get there, you’ll probably find that your first job will be as the assistant to an executive. Unfortunately, you’ll find

         that what you learned in college isn’t much use and the company you work for doesn’t offer a training program in how to be

         a kickass assistant. If you are smart and ambitious and want to excel at your new job as an assistant, then this book is for

         you.

      


      Why Be an Assistant?


      Being an assistant is a great first job. It helps to be in a good company and to have a good boss. But even without these

         advantages, if you work very hard, you’ll learn a lot and develop a strong foundation for your future career. The skills necessary

         to be a good assistant will serve you throughout your professional career: organization, diplomacy, problem solving, prioritizing,

         time management, and communication. Many of these skills are exactly what is needed for certain jobs; for example, entry-level

         public relations jobs are no more than coordination and administrative work. As an assistant, you’ll have the opportunity

         to:

      


      •   Impress senior-level executives at your own and other companies


      •   Learn what it takes to become an executive


      •   Learn how the company works


      As an assistant to an executive you’ll have access to other executives that you wouldn’t have in another entry-level position

         because they’ll be dealing with you to get to your boss. They’ll know who you are, and you’ll have a chance to impress them

         with your performance. You’ll be an apprentice to your boss in that you’ll learn what it takes to be an executive. You can

         learn how he does his job, and judge what he does that you admire and what you’d do differently. You’ll have more of a chance

         to learn about the overall goals of the company than you’d have in another junior-level position from which you’d have a very

         narrow view of the company. You’ll learn about the different departments within your company and about different companies

         within your industry, and through this you’ll gain a greater understanding of your own career goals. As long as your chosen

         industry is not in one of the professional fields (law, medicine, engineering), which require a specific college degree, a

         position as an assistant can be a stepping stone, and with a little fair play from your boss and a lot of hard work from you,

         your boss will help you move on to the next job of your choice. Another reason to learn to be a great assistant is that at

         your next job, you’ll most likely have to be your own assistant—and you’ll want to be a good one. You’ll answer your own phone

         and mail, and you’ll keep your own schedule. And when you do get to hire your own assistant, chances are you’ll have to train

         him to be a great assistant.

      


      Why Read This Book?


      The goal of this book is to teach you how to be a great assistant. Get a pen and make notes in this book because it is designed

         to be a tool. There are specific instructions on how to do everything necessary to succeed, from getting the most out of your

         first day to your final day of departure from the job. I’ll walk you through communicating with your boss and organizing his

         time; I’ll teach you how to take the job to the next level, which will make you indispensable; and I’ll tell you how to get

         through all of the dull but necessary work. I’ll teach you everything you need—everything except how to work very hard. I’m

         writing this assuming that you’re ambitious and that you either want to use this first job as a springboard to your next great

         opportunity or that you want to build a career as a corporate executive assistant. Either way, working very hard is a prerequisite

         for success. If you’re not interested in getting in early and staying late, or if you took a job as an assistant because you

         thought you could talk to your friends on the phone and surf the net all day—forget it. Every great assistant works as hard—

         or harder—than anyone else in the company. The working world is very competitive, and if you’re in an enviable job, in a prestigious

         industry, in a major city, there will be plenty of young people just like you who want your job. When people talk about the

         drive and ambition needed to succeed, they’re talking about a willingness to give up everything else in their life for their

         job, making work their number-one priority. This means getting in early, staying late, working on weekends, and always being

         willing to give up your plans in the evening to stay at work when necessary. The good news is that if you’re willing to work

         this hard, you’ll succeed because most employees at a company or organization are very mediocre. Most people don’t work hard

         and aren’t smart about what they’re doing. Most people are too lazy to read this book and learn how to be great at their job.

      


      I was an assistant for three and a half years and it was the best professional experience of my life. That is not to say that

         it was always fun, or even interesting, but it was the best foundation for every other position I’ve held since. I didn’t

         set out to be an assistant. I was in my mid-twenties and had just returned from living in Italy for two years. I was living

         in my parents’ basement in Little Rock, Arkansas, while I halfheartedly studied for the GRE, planning to go to graduate school.

         My mother encouraged me to volunteer on the primary campaign of Governor Bill Clinton just to get out of the house for a few

         hours every day. I went down to the campaign headquarters in October 1991 and volunteered my time. It was early in the campaign.

         There were only a few paid staff members and I was passed around between them doing odd jobs. The wife of campaign manager

         David Wilhelm, Degee, was answering the deputy campaign manager’s phone. Luckily for me, she was destined for greater things.

         (She went on to be Governor Clinton’s traveling aide and personal assistant.) The minute I sat at her desk, I knew it was

         where I wanted to spend the rest of the campaign. I was in awe of the deputy campaign manager, George Stephanopoulos, and

         even then I knew I was lucky to be in the room with him. When George, with his characteristic low-key manner, told me he was

         moving me from a volunteer to a paid position as his assistant, with a beer in his hand at the Clintons’ Holiday Party at

         the Governor’s Mansion in 1991, I was elated.

      


      The day after Election Day in 1992, George and I moved offices to the Presidential Transition headquarters in Little Rock.

         The Presidential Transition is the period from Election Day (the first week of November) until Inauguration Day (January 20)

         when the new president-elect prepares to move to the White House, and the outgoing president prepares to move out. For me,

         it was the worst possible time; all of our friends from the campaign were out of work, and everyone was scrambling for a position

         in the new administration. Résumés were showing up in our office by the hundreds every day. The desperation was best illustrated

         by the determined individual who slid her résumé under the door of the toilet stall where press secretary Dee Dee Myers was

         a captive audience. One day, George came back from a meeting with President-Elect Clinton and chief of staff to-be, Mack McLarty,

         and told me, with barely contained euphoria, that they’d offered him an appointment as White House Communications Director.

         In the same conversation, he offered me a position as his assistant there, and understandably expected the same excitement

         from me. But I was too naïve to understand what George was offering me. I’d been working with George sixteen- to eighteen-hour

         days for fourteen months, and I was exhausted. After the disillusioning weeks of the transition, I was no longer motivated

         by the challenge and fun of my job. I asked him if I could think it over for a few days. Looking back, George could not have

         been a better friend and mentor. But his impatience with my ignorance showed through when he said that, sure, I could think

         over the offer, but told me I had no idea of the scope of what this meant, and that I’d be crazy not to go to Washington.

         Thankfully, my trust and respect for George kicked in, and I accepted his offer on the spot. Never underestimate what can

         be in store for you when you take a chance.

      


      Are You a Natural?


      I learned how to be a great assistant on the job. I was fortunate to have a boss who had never had an assistant, and he grew

         into the role of boss as I grew into my role as his assistant. Also to my advantage was my experience working on a campaign.

         A campaign, unlike a corporation, has a very loose atmosphere, and the priority is to get the job done any way you can. The

         job of assistant came naturally to me; I’m very organized, efficient, and compulsive. I also have a good memory and like taking

         care of people; thus managing someone’s life comes easily to me. I wrote this book because I know the ability to manage the

         details of someone else’s life doesn’t come easily to everyone, and certainly few people will get the break I did in having

         such a forgiving working environment. If being an assistant doesn’t come naturally to you, if you aren’t naturally organized

         and efficient, don’t worry; I’ll teach you how to learn all the skills you need to be a kickass assistant.

      


      Assistant Versus Secretary


      Technology has been a godsend to assistants because as new generations of computer-literate employees come up through the

         ranks and get assistants, they don’t need their assistants to type for them. Many are even comfortable faxing documents from

         their computers, and of course, talking to associates via e-mail. All of this frees up assistants to do other, more interesting

         work. You may have an older or more conservative boss who is unable or unwilling to take on some tasks, but if you’re an assistant,

         it is unlikely that you’ll have a boss who expects you to take dictation and type all his documents. The image of a woman

         taking dictation from a male boss makes us all think of a secretary, and while there might still be a role for traditional

         secretaries in some industries and companies, you’re not a secretary.

      


      The title of secretary is too tainted by clichéd perceptions (including sexism) to be fair in today’s workplace, and the limited

         position of a secretary is out of date in modern industry where everyone is expected to be smarter and take on more responsibility.

         Every decade the bar is set higher for the educational and training standards of employees. Thirty years ago a bachelor’s

         degree was a big deal, but now it is as standard as a high school diploma in professional settings. And with the trend toward

         downsizing in successful businesses, there’s less and less room for employees with limited skills who are unable (or unwilling)

         to take on added responsibilities. The distinction between secretary and assistant is hard for some people to grasp, mostly

         people who’ve never been an assistant. Thankfully the workplace has become less sexist and more egalitarian, and today, most

         young bosses, both male and female, were once someone’s assistants. In fact, all the women (and many of the men) I interviewed

         for this book had been assistants at one time, and they’re concerned today that their assistants have a positive learning

         experience. However, if you’re a woman, you’ll probably have the unpleasant experience of being treated as, or even called,

         a secretary by someone. At the White House, Clinton’s first chief of staff, Mack McLarty, once introduced me to Lee Iacocca

         (the former chairman of Chrysler) as George’s secretary. Mack is a true gentleman, and he was treating me with respect by

         bothering to introduce me to Iacocca at all (I was escorting him through the White House), however, my cheeks burned at the

         word secretary. I felt demeaned and angry. I knew that Mack would never introduce press secretary Dee Dee Myers’s male assistant

         as her “secretary,” but the experience tells more about Mack, and his age and bias, than about my value as George’s assistant.

         Sexism is still prevalent, especially for female assistants.

      


      My friend Lucy worked as the assistant to a member of congress, and while the congressman was traveling with his chief of

         staff, the chief of staff remembered his wedding anniversary. He called the office desperately needing someone to send flowers

         to his wife, but instead of asking a friend in the office to do him this personal favor, which had nothing to do with the

         congressional office, he asked Lucy. The appropriate thing to do is to ask a friend. The same chief of staff also asked the

         congressman’s (female) scheduler to sew a button back onto his jacket. The only way to handle these situations is to set boundaries.

         Do the favor for the person who is not your boss, as long as it will not take up too much of your time. When you tell him

         the task is done, let him know that you did it as a personal favor and that you do personal errands for your boss only. Say:

         “John, I made your dinner reservation at Chez Martin for tonight at 7:30. Listen, I didn’t mind doing this personal favor

         for you because I had a few minutes to spare, but normally I can’t take time away from my job as George’s assistant to help

         you out with personal errands. I’m sure you understand.” Don’t get angry or defensive. If the problem persists, or if you’re

         too scared to confront the person taking advantage of your time, ask your boss for help. Explain to your boss that these tasks

         are beyond your job description, and that doing personal tasks for another person cuts into your time working for him. This

         makes it in his best interest to deal with the situation.

      


      













         

            	Secretary

            	Assistant

         


         

            	“One employed to handle correspondence and manage routine and detail work for superior” 
      (Merriam-Webster’s Tenth Edition)


            	“A person who assists”
 (Merriam-Webster’s Tenth Edition)


         


         

            	Old-fashioned

            	Modern

         


         

            	Professional career

            	Stepping stone to a promotion

         


         

            	Female

            	Female or male

         


         

            	Clerical

            	Clerical and everything else

         


         

            	Works 9–5

            	Works 24 hours a day, as needed

         


         

            	Bound by role

            	Works in a meritocracy

         


         

            	High school diploma

            	College degree (probably liberal arts)

         


         

            	Doesn’t have partnership with boss

            	Has a partnership with boss

         


         

            	Limited access to information

            	Access to information

         


         

            	Boss doesn’t ask for her opinion

            	Opinion is asked for and given

         


         

            	Limited responsibilities

            	Responsibilities only limited by ambition

         


         

            	Chance of promotion out of secretary role is slim

            	Chance of promotion out of assistant role is huge

         


      


      Some Great Advice


      I received the two most important pieces of professional advice I’ve ever been given in my first weeks on the ’92 Clinton

         for President campaign. This advice has served me well in every job I’ve had since. Steve (Scoop) Cohen, another staffer fresh

         out of college, told me that when someone asked him for a cup of coffee he didn’t waste a second worrying about the demeaning

         act of serving coffee. He brought him the best cup of coffee he’d ever tasted as fast as possible. He didn’t ask if he wanted

         sugar or milk—he brought both with a stirrer and a napkin. The point is to take every advantage to impress upon everyone your

         willingness to do any job and to do that job better than anyone else does. Do not waste any time worrying about your ego.

         The recognition and credit will follow in time. Scoop went on to travel with Governor Clinton on the campaign, and then later

         with President Clinton managing the entire press corps.

      


      Martha Swiller (then Phipps) was campaign manager David Wilhelm’s assistant and my best friend and mentor on the campaign.

         Martha is younger than I am, but, even in 1991, she had the wisdom and experience to help David manage our campaign. Everyone,

         no matter his or her status or age, deferred to Martha. On my first day with George, Martha told me to take a three-ring binder

         and create an assistant’s “bible.” The bible had to contain everything I might need to know, and it went everywhere with me.

         Martha showed me how to organize the binder (as I’ll show you in chapter 3) so that it contained literally every piece of

         information I could ever need. Every morning I updated my bible, which helped me familiarize myself with its contents. The

         point of the bible is simple: You rarely have to answer a question with “I’ll get right back to you” (or worse, “I don’t know”),

         because the answer is at your fingertips. After the campaign, at the age of twenty-seven, Martha became the chief of staff

         for the Department of Agriculture, one of the largest of the government agencies.

      


      Keep your eyes open for mentors and continually seek them out because you never outgrow the need for a mentor. A mentor is

         anyone that you admire and someone you aspire to be like. Mentors can inspire you and get you excited about new challenges

         and possibilities—sometimes ones you didn’t even know existed. They can also educate you and answer the most basic questions;

         for example, in writing this book I’m attempting to be your mentor and help you make the most of your job as an assistant.

         There are organizations in all major cities which you can locate on the Internet with the goal of helping their members to

         develop a network of professional contacts and mentors. But you can also find people that you admire and want to emulate at

         more casual and social events, like dinner parties and book clubs. When you meet someone interesting, be bold and tell her

         you’d like to stay in touch and get her e-mail address and phone number. Cultivate her friendship. Don’t assume that your

         mentors will just be the obvious people, like your boss. Martha Swiller was my peer in title and status and younger than me,

         but she taught me a hell of a lot about the fundamentals of my new job and also showed me what it could become.

      


      Who Has Assistants?


      In almost all companies and industries, all executives at the level of vice president and above have assistants. Most “directors,”

         and other middle management, take care of themselves, and while they might have employees that report to them, they usually

         don’t have assistants. Different industries have different expectations of their assistants—most dramatically in regard to

         the amount of personal (as opposed to office) work the assistant does for the boss. I’ll talk more about this in chapter 11.

      


      As an assistant your general responsibilities will be to:


      •   Make your boss more efficient


      •   Answer the phone and log phone messages


      •   Manage paper flow into and out of the office (including mail)


      •   Manage boss’s expense accounts and file for reimbursements


      •   Respond to correspondence


      •   Set appointments and meetings


      •   Manage daily and long-term schedules


      •   Make travel arrangements


      •   Accept or decline personal appearances (and make recommendations)


      •   Manage outside consultants


      •   Gather résumés


      •   Plan major meetings and conferences


      •   Manage administrative duties relating to boss’s departmental staff


      •   Maintain files


      •   Serve as boss’s liaison to the public and other departments


      •   Write memos, bios, letters, etc.


      •   Edit boss’s proposals, reports, etc.


      •   Collect information and do research


      •   Assist your boss with whatever projects he is working on


      •   Manage boss’s personal life (depending on your industry and relationship with your boss)


      Life After Being an Assistant


      A smart manager or executive will groom assistants in his department to move up because talented people trained to the manager’s

         specifications are very valuable, both in the company and as contacts within the industry at another company. If, after being

         with your company for eight months to a year, you discover that your boss doesn’t promote from within the company’s ranks

         of assistants, then learn all you can and leave on good terms with a glowing recommendation. If your goal is to not remain

         an assistant, then don’t take more than two assistant jobs before holding out for what you want; otherwise you might get typecast

         as an assistant and those will be the only jobs you’ll be able to get. If you don’t want to continue being an assistant, you

         must know what you want and be willing to ask for it. So take the time to figure out what job you want next. Look around at

         the other people in your department who work for your boss, and decide who has the job you want. You’re in a perfect position,

         because knowing what each one of them does is part of your job. It is often much easier to get promoted at your current company

         because they know your potential, and they’ve already made an investment in you, rather than convince a new company to take

         a chance on you and give you a job for which you have no tangible experience. So learn all you can about the company you work

         for, and if the next job you want is not in your current department, maybe it is in another department within the same company.

         The more you know about the place you work, the better you’ll be at your current job, and the more valuable you’ll be to the

         company as a whole. If you apply for another job within your company for which you have no tangible experience, you have two

         things going for you that make you a better candidate than another applicant. You know the company and its product and services,

         and you’ve shown that you have an innate ability to learn, and a willingness to work very hard. You’ll probably feel as if

         your next job is a step down when you move from being an assistant to someone of power and influence to being the most junior

         person in a department. But if your long-term goal is advancement out of the assistant position, you need to gain independence

         and the responsibility for making decisions. (See chapters 12 and 14 for more about this.)

      


      The qualities needed to be a great assistant are:


      •   The ability to take control without taking over


      •   Organization


      •   Attention to detail


      •   Diplomacy


      •   The initiative to solve problems


      •   Getting satisfaction from being indispensable and in service to someone


      •   Communication skills


      •   The ability to stay calm under pressure


      If any of these skills comes naturally to you, then you’re off to a great start. If a few seem daunting, or if you possess

         none of these qualities, then keep reading because this book will teach you how to be a kickass assistant.

      


   

      chapter 1


      You’ve Got the 
Job, Now What?


      Goal: To make your boss as efficient as possible. Do everything you can to make the transition from the former assistant to you smooth, with as little disruption to the boss’s

         world as possible.

      


      It’s your first day, and of course you’re excited, but you’re also a little scared. All right, more than a little. Believe

         me, I’ve been there.

      


      I became an assistant in the White House with no grace period for learning anything about the place where I was working. I’d

         been George Stephanopoulos’s assistant for over a year on the Clinton/Gore campaign, but suddenly, on Inaugural Day, 1993,

         we were starting work at the White House. The phones began ringing immediately, and two enormous mailbags of George’s fan

         mail were delivered that first afternoon. George needed his daily schedule, but we quickly discovered that the computer terminals

         on the desks were useless because their hard drives had been removed. I needed to pee, but didn’t know where the bathrooms

         were, and I was afraid to walk through the halls of the West Wing. I was sure that one of the uniformed guards would stop

         me. That first day I sat on the edge of the couch in George’s office, which had been every previous White House press secretary’s

         office. When George arrived we stood up and turned on the television and had the surreal experience of watching CNN’s live

         shots of the exterior of the West Wing. They showed the exterior of the window where we were standing watching TV, with a

         reporter saying something like, “Inside the White House the new administration takes office.” I took over the desk outside

         George’s office and looked in the drawers. I found a schedule for President Bush, which was exciting, but I was hoping for

         something more useful, like Post-it Notes and pencils. I had no idea how to order supplies, nor did I have anyone to ask,

         as we were all new. Those first days were fraught with tension, not only because of my new job, but also because of the exalted

         place in which I was working.

      


      About a week after we arrived at the White House, I had to go to the East Wing to run an errand. To get from the West to the

         East Wing you have to pass through the basement of the residential part of the White House, some rooms of which are on the

         official public White House tour. About halfway down the main hallway there was a folding screen blocking the width of the

         hallway. I was sure this was when my fear would be realized; the guard would look at my pass and me and tell me I didn’t have

         clearance to go further. I timidly approached the guard and told him who I was, and my errand, showing him the papers in my

         hand. He looked at me with incredulity and I prepared myself to be embarrassed and slink back to my desk. The guard explained

         to me that my pass allowed me to go anywhere in the White House compound (other than the First Family’s residence, of course),

         and that I didn’t need to justify my whereabouts to him. I moved around the screen only half believing him, and expecting

         confrontation from a guard there. But on the other side of the screen was a crowd of tourists dressed in brightly colored

         leisurewear, in stark contrast to my somber suit and pumps. They stared at me and I at them. I suddenly realized with great

         clarity that for them, I was part of the tour—a White House staffer—and that the screen was there to keep them out, not to

         keep me in.

      


      After that I moved around with greater confidence, and slowly began to feel more comfortable in my surroundings. But I can

         honestly say that as I arrived to work at the White House every morning, I was always amazed to be there. You might not work

         in an office guarded by armed Secret Service agents and tourists visiting regularly, but when you begin your new job, expect

         to be overwhelmed and intimidated. You need to compensate for this by being prepared.

      


      Training Period


      Ask for a training period with the assistant you are replacing when you accept the job as an assistant. The training period

         should be no more than a week (five days), but at least two days. Suggest that you arrive at your new workplace an hour after

         the day has started at the organization. This will allow the soon-tobe-former assistant a chance to get herself settled before

         you arrive and throw her day into turmoil. Be friendly with the former assistant and find out where she is going, as you might

         need her help in the future. You should ask about her experience with the company and the boss, and why she is leaving, but

         be political. It is always better to say less and listen than give away too much information yourself. Pay attention to the

         way other people, especially your new boss, treat her during your training period: Is she well liked and respected? This will

         give you an indication as to how much you should take her advice. If she is helpful, ask her about your new boss. How much

         taking care of does she need? For example: former Clinton campaign manager David Wilhelm is a very smart, but scatterbrained

         man; when he sneezed, his assistant, Martha, had to hand him a box of tissues. Ask if she helped the boss with errands in

         her personal life, and if she has any particular boundaries you should be careful not to cross. At the end of your training

         period, thank her for her help in getting you off on the right foot and ask for her phone number and permission to call her

         with questions in the future. Don’t burn any bridges with thoughtless behavior or comments during this delicate time.

      


      If you don’t get a training period, ask for a point person who can help you with questions. The best person would be another

         assistant who works for a boss of equal stature to your new boss.

      


      Questions to Ask During Your Training Period


      The following are questions for which you should get answers as soon as possible. Either copy out these questions or photocopy

         the following four pages and take them with you. Bring your own pen and notebook, and write down all the answers because you’ll

         be absorbing so much information in the first days and will forget a lot of what you’re told. You don’t want to ask the same

         question twice. However, if you don’t understand something, definitely ask for another explanation rather than risk doing

         it wrong.
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